ABSTRACT
In 1734, the French political philosopher Montesquieu analyzed the decline of the Roman Empire. Most significantly for contemporary organizational theory, he argued that the British government was superior to the Roman because it was, as a body, able to examine its errors and learn from them: "The government of England is wiser, because a body (Parliament) there continually examines it and continually examines itself. And such are its errors that they never last long and are often useful for the spirit of watchfulness they give the nation. In a word, a free government-that is, a government constantly subject to agitation-cannot last if it is not capable of being corrected by its 7-P/U?r7 (1997):4:541-569 own laws" (Montesquieu [1734 (Montesquieu [ ] 1965 .
Whether Montesquieu was overly sanguine in his estimation of the British government is a question for historians. Yet his recognition of the importance of organizational learning for the wise operation of government and his connection of the collapse of Rome to its inability to learn from its failures, particularly its moral failures, are powerful insights into the challenges of governance.
In this article, we explore learning as an organizational strategy for reform in response to ethics failure. Organizational learning indicates moral autonomy (wisdom, to Montesquieu) on the part of the organization. The goal of this study is to examine the mechanisms by which public organizations attempt both to learn from and to correct their ethics failures, as opposed to ignoring them, hiding them, or simply applying punishment to employees of the organization. In doing this, we
• present philosophical grounding for extending a concept of moral agency to the organization;
• formulate an exploratory model of organizational moral learning based on relevant literature, applying existing thought regarding organizational learning to moral failures within public organizations;
• introduce a methodology to measure organizational effort allocated to moral learning, as an indicator of organizational moral autonomy; and
• present results of an empirical exploration of such learning in a small-n comparative study of local public agencies.
Our exploration of organizational learning effort to acknowledge and respond to ethical dilemmas addresses a gap in empirical work on public administrative ethics (Wittmer 1992; Overman and Foss 1991) . At the same time, we offer a more innovative, quasi-experimental approach to the measurement of public sector administrative behavior (Bozeman 1992) .
While ethics failure and the inability to learn from it may not invariably lead to the collapse of a regime, serious financial, political, administrative, and democratic costs do result from such failure (Zajac 1996) . These costs underscore the importance of studying the corrective mechanisms employed by public organizations in response to such failure. The study of ethics failures, their attendant costs, and strategies for organizational response contributes to the dialogue among public administration scholars and practitioners about methods for improving the ethical performance of public organizations. Such research and dialogue is
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of great importance to the practice of public administration, given the negative perceptions of government that are widespread in American society. While inherent differences between public and private sector task environments may make it difficult for public administration to answer critics who argue that government must operate more like a business, public administration needs to make the case that it is observing the highest ethical standards, or at least that it is correcting its own failures to do so.
Moral autonomy is the capacity for principled, reasoned action based on knowledge of the competing claims, traditions, theories, facts, and context(s) surrounding a given ethical problem; facility at learning from previous lapses in ethical behavior; and readiness to act consistently with ethical principles even under difficult conditions (Jos 1990) . Moral autonomy entails the ability to think, decide, and act in an informed and conscious manner rather than passively accept direction from authority figures, traditions, or laws, especially where moral precedent is lacking or where strong pressures exist in favor of unethical behavior.
In the context of public policy and administration, moral autonomy signifies the continuing effort to exercise public authority in ways consistent with the public interest (Goodsell 1990) , rather than accommodation of the shifting bases of exchange agreements based on the narrow interests of special groups. A public agency demonstrates moral autonomy when it bases its choice of actions on a reasoned consideration of alternatives and selects those that serve the larger interests of the whole polity rather than the narrow or immediate interests of any individual or special group. Policy choices are not for sale, nor are they subject to undue influence from any particular individual or group. Moral autonomy, instead, reflects the exercise of judgment in matters of public concern based on principles consistent with the Constitution and its commitment to serve the best interests of the whole polity. An organization's strategy of response to ethics failure indicates its state of organizational moral autonomy-its capacity to freely produce a reasoned and constructive resolution to an ethics problem, advancing the moral development of the organization, protecting the public interest, and upholding the basic values of a humane and just society. These response strategies include ignorance/denial (hoping the problem will fix itself or go away), punishment (putting the fear of God into people), and learning (examining the problem and its organizational determinants in order to correct it). Organizational learning strategies contribute to organizational moral autonomy by correcting organizational causes of failure, complementing behavioral reform strategies focused on the individual. Moral autonomy entails a capacity to acknowledge and develop a reasoned position in reference to ethical dilemmas and failures that are nonroutine or subtle. These dilemmas include situations where the moral agent, whether an individual or an organization, has little experience; where there may be little external moral guidance (e.g., from the law or regime traditions); or where the moral problems are complex, conflicting, or persistent. In these situations, the ability to freely craft a response to a problem-diat is, to learn from it-indicates some degree of moral autonomy on the part of the agent.
We construe ethics failure more broadly than the traditional conception of financial corruption in order to capture threats to the values of human dignity and rights, which are central normative concerns of a democracy (Frederickson 1990) . Ethics failure includes behavior on the part of public servants or organizations that defrauds the government of resources, violates civil or human rights, or is otherwise destructive to justice or human dignity. This definition serves as the basis for a typology of ethics failure, deriving from Ashforth (1992) , Benveniste (1977) , and Simon (1976) , that is used in our empirical study.
THE CONCEPT OF ORGANIZATIONAL MORAL AGENCY
Western philosophy traditionally fixes morality within the individual. The individual possesses moral agency and autonomy. Kohlberg (1981) has explored moral development within individuals. Piaget (1980) and Simon (1981) conceive of learning as an adaptive process in which information from the environment about a problem disturbs an established cognitive framework, leading to the configuration of a more apposite framework. The progression to moral autonomy and learning demonstrates the various moral motivators (authority figures, reflection, knowledge, and so forth) of actors. On one level, adaptive moral learning can be construed as simply a process of learning how to continue behaving unethically while avoiding detection (becoming a smarter crook). The learning that is of concern to our research is, rather than being calculative or manipulative, a process of knowledge creation and utilization that tests the validity of an existing moral framework. It represents a cognitive change that leads an actor to reconsider the moral acceptability of actions that have been called into question and to formulate more appropriate actions under similar conditions.
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The power and influence of complex organizations in our society push the discussion of moral autonomy beyond the traditional focus on the person (Ashforth 1992; Drucker 1981) . The power or agency of persons within these organizations-the very power to organize and compel action-derives from, and belongs to, the organization itself. Moreover, this power issues from the Constitution, a living legal and political document of public organization (Rohr 1990) . Recent changes in federal sentencing guidelines have reinforced the legal concept of respondeat superior, requiring public organizations to assume an increasing level of legal responsibility for wrongdoing by their employees (Alpert 1992). Organizations exercise an agency beyond that of any given individual within them.
Theorists such as Ashforth (1992) , Brown (1990) , Cooper (1990) , French (1984) , Goodpaster (1983) , Hardin (1993) , Keeley (1981) , Ladd (1970) , Thompson (1987) , and Velasquez (1983) have debated the extension of moral agency and responsibility to the individual. The issue is whether intentionality, reason, and action can or should be attributed to the organization as such, or whether these conscious traits reside only within individual members of the organization. Questions about the diffusion of responsibility and democratic accountability-agentic shift-also influence this discussion. The debate over the locus of moral agency reveals two contrasting interpretations of responsibility: as punishment or as learning. The moral individualists approach responsibility largely as an issue of personal accountability: Who is subject to sanction for wrongdoing? Punishment and deterrence must act upon individuals, as punishment applied to organizations unavoidably harms the innocent.
While we acknowledge both an appropriate realm for punishment of wrongdoing within public organizations and questions regarding the attribution of autonomy to public organizations, we stress a different-organizational-expression of responsibility for ethics failure. For the morally autonomous agent, responsibility includes the duty to study and correct the causes of moral failure, promoting the future moral state of the public organization. Organizational learning strategies become integrated into the structure and culture of the organization. Although these strategies are implemented by individuals within the organization, they take root in the policies and practices of the organization itself.
We resolve the complex, meta-ethical conflict between those who isolate morality within the individual and those who extend moral agency to the organization by explicating the dual nature of moral responsibility. This solution advances an organizational
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conception of moral autonomy, supporting the idea of organizational moral learning strategies.
Organizational moral learning does not require that we conceive of organizations as quasi-biological entities possessing a life, mind, or will wholly dissociated from that of their members or the public (Hardin 1993) . Nor does it imply that the development of moral agency and learning within public organizations will remove them from the public control. Rather, their ability to order and amplify the actions of individuals demands the development of organizational strategies for learning from ethics failure. Organizational moral learning is a means for the organization to freely correct ethics problems that otherwise might harm the public. In this way, bureaucracy becomes agency (Wamsley 1990) , a body with the knowledge, skill, and inclination to rise above special interests and to act in the public interest, advance the common good, and remedy its own failures. The morally autonomous public organization becomes an agent that is not a mute deputy, but rather a trustee charged with the pursuit of a common moral and social enterprise. This casts the public service in a different and more ethically demanding light.
TYPES OF ETHICS FAILURE
Ethics failure encompasses problems at both the individual and the organizational level (Caiden and Caiden 1977 ). Individual-level failure results from wrongdoing on the part of isolated persons within the organization. Organizational-level failure results when wrongdoing becomes widespread throughout the organization, rooted in dysfunctions within the organization itself. For example, an individual building inspector may take payoffs from contractors, may slack off on the job, may use regulatory powers to harass enemies and minority contractors, or may make honest mistakes during inspections that result in unfair treatment to businesses (and may then attempt to hide such mistakes). This pattern becomes an organizational-level problem when many inspectors engage in such behavior, when the organization ignores such behavior, or when organizational policies abet such abuses. Individual-and organizational-level ethics failure parallel one another. We are concerned primarily with the organizational-level manifestation of ethics failure. Such failure is of several types. An expanded taxonomy is found in Zajac (1996) . Malicious failure, the traditional concept of corruption, is the result of public servants willfully misusing public resources or authority for personal gain or private agendas. Organizational variables that contribute to malicious failure include internal monitoring and control mechanisms, rules and procedures, and inadequate ethics training.
The most complex type of ethics failure is symptomatic failure. Although such failure includes complex cases of marginal or malicious failure, symptomatic failure often goes beyond the domain of the other types. Symptomatic failure describes the failure of an organization's core policies, goals, values, beliefs, assumptions, or culture(s) and contributes to systematic behavior that violates legal, civil, or human rights or results in unjust treatment of individuals. Such failure indicates a problem, not with a few bad employees but with the organization per se (Caiden and Caiden 1977) . Such failure is symptomatic of deeper dysfunctions within the organization. Symptomatic failure is illustrated vividly within police departments that experience patterns of persistent, widespread brutality and corruption.
Past policy action on public-sector ethics failure has emphasized codification, often reducing public ethics to a matter of simple conformity with law or custom (Jos 1993) . This legalistic approach promotes ethics tunnel vision, wherein public servants and organizations are concerned only with what they cannot do, giving little attention to the development of morally autonomous faculties of critical moral reflection. Less attention has been given to organizational strategies for learning from ethics failure. In this inquiry, we examine the process of organizational learning and explore whether and how moral learning strategies operate in practice.
ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING
Simon (1981, 118) defines organizational learning as "any change in a system that produces a more or less permanent change in its capacity for adapting to its environment." Learning from ethics failure occurs when an organization inquires into any of its features, such as its goals, policies, procedures, culture, or structure, to determine how these may have contributed to the failure. The process of inquiry generates information about organizational flaws that, if left uncorrected, could result in a recurrence of the same or a similar ethics failure. More importantly, the learning organization then uses the information generated by the inquiry to plan and implement a strategy to change organizational features that were determined to have contributed to the ethics failure. Organizational changes undertaken in response to an ethics problem are then a product of inquiry rather than a punishing reaction to a violated rule or a concern about public image or expediency. Conducted in a nonjudgmental way, organizational inquiry leads to a thoughtful reconsideration of the ethics problem, although the voluntary nature of subsequent action cannot guarantee organizational moral learning.
It is possible for an organization to experience an incomplete process of learning when inquiry into the causes of a problem fails to lead to change in performance or stimulates change that is inadequate to the demands of the problem. Organizational learning is not always a fully realized process. Rather, it involves organizational progress through stages of awareness, information gathering, inquiry, change, evaluation, and revision of action. The extent to which organizational learning culminates in actual behavioral change depends in part on the mix of receptiveness to, and constraints upon, change characteristic of each organization. This process illustrates Argyris's concept of organizational learning in which valid information, coupled with voluntary choice, leads to commitment to action (Argyris, Putnam, and Smith 1985; Argyris 1990 ). Ethics failure is a kind of moral entropy, eroding the character and viability of the organization. This moral entropy is countered by organizational-learning strategies that rebuild what has been damaged by the failure (Brown 1990) . Learning redesigns the organizational cognitive schema, which is the collective mental set of beliefs and values that guides behavior within the organization.
Organizational moral learning subsumes the individual learning activities of members of the organization, occurring independently and randomly. More importantly, organizational-learning strategies that arise from, but transcend, the agency of individuals within the organization result in change that becomes embedded in the organization's goals, values, culture, policies, and practices.
Nonlearning organizational response strategies to ethics failure can interact with learning strategies. In particular, the punishment response can counter organizational learning efforts (Argyris 1985; Hackman and Wageman 1995) . While punishment is often thought to be appropriate or necessary or is legally mandated, it serves as a disincentive to the free flow of information and to the spirit of open inquiry essential to substantive reform (Argyris 1982 and .
Organizational learning efforts operate within the political milieu of the organization. In theory, organizational learning progresses smoothly; in practice, various constraints operate on the learning system. Organizations designed for control (e.g., Argyris's Model 0-1) will act first upon premises of control in response to actions that violate stated ethical norms (Argyris 1990) . Ethics learning in such organizations becomes subverted to the pathology of the organization and is likely to occur only when the dominant control is disrupted by external forces (Lorentzen 1990) . Under these conditions, organizational learning may follow a "symmetry-shattering event" (Kiel 1994) , which disrupts the existing pattern of control and allows the formulation of new and more productive strategies for action.
Organizational executives may see learning efforts as requiring an admission of failure and thus as threatening to their interests (Argyris 1985) . Political pressures for immediate punishment or for cover-up of failure also can present obstacles to learning. Ethically questionable policies may be initiated in an organization by elected officials who are motivated more by political self-interest than by the public interest. Even if such policies lead to ethics failure within the organization, the organization may be reluctant to change policies for fear of alienating the elected officials, who may control vital organizational resources. Other constraints include fear of unintended consequences from the learning effort, inexperience with learning processes, and limited resources in the organization.
Behavior related to the notion of the organizational imperative (Scott and Hart 1989; Denhardt 1981) poses a more serious constraint on organizational learning. Critical observers of the modern organization have noted that the operative systems of values, beliefs, goals, policies, and so forth, of public organizations often place primary emphasis on the survival, growth, and prosperity of the organization itself. This organizational phenomenon has serious implications, not only for human dignity within the organization but also for the success of organizational ethics learning efforts.
Public organizations have legitimate interests in promoting their own survival. This organizational imperative becomes dysfunctional and destructive of learning efforts when the selfinterest of the organization, or of select members, becomes the dominant motive, driving the organization to engage in behaviors that undermine the public interest. Such behavior reflects the culture that exists within an organization. In self-interested cultures, attempts by subgroups within an organization to engage a learning response to ethics failure can be seen as a form of dissent or insubordination, subject to formal and informal sanction (Glazer and Glazer 1989) . Thus, organizational change agents (e.g., outside consultants, internal actors, elected officials) may first need to make the case to the organization, and especially to its leaders, that learning efforts can actually promote the survival of the organization by enhancing its ability to respond to failures that might otherwise erode popular and political support. Learning can enable the organization to do both well and good.
Complete and rigorous learning processes may not be possible for some organizations. Organizations vary in the extent to which they are capable of progressing through the various stages of learning from ethics, failure. While organizational change agents note constraints in the learning process, some progress through the process of learning appears to be possible for most organizations.
We draw upon Argryis's (1982) general model (Model O-II) of double-loop learning to formulate an organizational ethics learning model. Our model (exhibit 1) also draws upon the work of other models of organizational learning and change, such as Beckhard (1975) , Bennis (1966) , Deming (1986) , and Ishikawa (1985) . Our ethics learning model represents an initial attempt to extend theoretical discussion of organizational learning strategies to measurement of learning from ethics failure. Exhibit 1 includes a model of the ethics audit, an anticipatory learning strategy in which the organization formally or informally reviews its operations, looking for potential ethics trouble spots before they evolve into actual ethics failures (Comfort 1994; Lewis 1991) . Ethics auditing can be undertaken on a routine basis and can be engaged ad hoc in response to internal or external signals about potential ethics problems.
This model illustrates a process of organizational learning where:
• an ethics failure occurs within an organization;
• the organization identifies what type of failure has occurred;
• the organization determines the seriousness and urgency of the problem;
• the organization gathers information about and diagnoses the organizational causes of the failure; • the organization creates a strategy for organizational change based on the findings of the inquiry;
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• the organization identifies material, personnel, and other resources that can aid in the learning process;
• the organization implements the change; and
• the organization monitors and evaluates the outcomes of the learning process.
Feedback loops also are shown, indicating options available to the organization should the learning process fail to correct the problem, or should inadequate resources be available to support the learning and change process. The ethics auditing process is similar, albeit driven by information about a potential ethics problem rather than an actual ethics failure. This information can be the result of a routine process of organizational self-evaluation (as shown in exhibit 1) or can be supplied by internal or external parties who become aware of a potential problem.
This model establishes the conceptual legitimacy of organizational moral learning and presents a theoretical specification of this concept derived from the broader organizational learning literature. To test our assumptions, we designed an empirical study to collect data from practicing organizations and compared these findings to the theoretical model of organizational ethics learning.
RESEARCH DESIGN
We have employed a research methodology that represents an exploratory approach to the measurement of organizational learning in response to ethics problems. While there have been many qualitative approaches to the study of organizational learning (e.g., Argyris 1982) , more quantitative approaches are less in evidence. We devise a methodology to measure the strength and extent of organizational effort to learn in response to ethics failure. In doing this, we carry on a research endeavor begun by scholars such as Wittmer (1992), with his attempt to bring greater methodological and analytical rigor to the study of the ethical perceptions and sensitivity of individual public managers. Wittmer employed an experimental approach in his study, pursuant to the call for more innovative and eclectic methodologies in public administration research (Bozeman 1992) . As our study has as its unit of analysis the organization, which is not typically appropriate for classic experimental designs (Bozeman and Scott 1992) , we do not employ the experimental approach called for by Bozeman (1992) . Instead, we adapt organizational audit and
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interview techniques, together with data reduction and analysis methods, to create a measure of organizational learning effort, which represents the first stages of awareness, inquiry, and information gathering in the complex process of organizational learning. We apply these techniques and methods to the study of organizational response to ethics failure within public agencies. Our research applies the underlying empirical approach of Wittmer (1992) to the level of the organization. That is, where Wittmer employed experimental designs to measure ethical sensitivity in the decision making of individual public managers, we have adopted organizational audit and interview techniques to measure the level of effort that organizations allocate to learning from ethical dilemmas, an indicator of ethical sensitivity, within public organizations. like Wittmer, we are seeking better methodological approaches to the study of organizational response to recurring ethical lapses in performance. In doing so, we offer a contribution to the goal of methodological innovation within public administration research (Bozeman 1992) .
Several related questions guided our empirical work. These questions derive from the theoretical premise that the organization's learning efforts promote the evolution of organizational moral autonomy: What organizational response strategies (ignorance, punishment, and learning) to ethics failure exist within a sample of public organizations? How much organizational effort is devoted to each learning strategy or how strong is it? What are the characteristics of organizational ethics learning within these organizations, how do the learning strategies compare to the processes discussed in the literature, and how do they interact with the nonleaming strategies?
To examine organizational learning strategies in actual organizations, we conducted an analysis of organizational responses to hypothetical ethics problems in three county departments of health in three states. These departments are not identified further, in accordance with professional standards of confidentiality. We adapted organizational analysis and audit methods (Mackenzie 1986 ) to explore whether-and if so, how-organizations seek to learn from various types of ethics failure. We selected three organizations for a small-n comparative case study, using the criteria of metropolitan counties in three different states, with the same public mission and similar basic characteristics. We collected three types of data. First, we obtained organizational records and documents from the selected organizations to assess their missions, size, resources, clientele, constraints, and official policy positions in response to ethics problems. Second, the first author conducted field observations in each organization to gain insight into the organizational dynamics 553/J-PART, October 1997 within the respective organizations. Third, we drew a representative sample of positions from each organization and queried personnel within these selected positions about the likely response of their organizations to a series of ethics problems of escalating seriousness. The sample was carefully designed to represent the distribution of positions in the organizations, thereby reflecting the degree of discretionary choice available to the holders of each position. Carefully drawn, the representative sample allows a high degree of independence and reliability in responses from a small number of cases (Gelbaum and March 1969) .
We do not claim generalizability from these findings to a universe of public health employees. Rather, this sampling design generates findings on perceived organizational response to ethics failure within this set of comparable local public organizations. These findings represent the first stage in the longer sequence of learning phases that likely will lead to change in organizational behavior. This research design offers an alternative methodology to the study of organizational behavior in response to ethics failure (Bozeman 1992) , in contrast to the traditional ethnographic approach (e.g., Argyris 1985; Geertz 1973) .
The first author interviewed the director of each department, using a semistructured instrument. With the directors' consent, a self-administered version of this instrument was distributed to persons in eighty professional staff positions that represented the range of missions and functions within the three departments (Mackenzie 1986 ). The actual respondents within the selected positions were chosen at random to promote the independence of the responses. This study, conducted in 1993, yielded a response rate of 82 percent. The sample, selected respondent demographics, and details about positions sampled are summarized in exhibits Al and A2 of Appendix A. Summaries of the instruments used for interviewing both directors and personnel of the agencies also are included in Appendix A.
Our research design permits an initial, exploratory assessment of the learning effort (LE) that is applied by the selected organizations to a set of hypothetical vignettes. The vignettes represent common ethics problems that are expressed as a percentage of a range of common indicators of organizational learning effort as measured against the theoretical model. We used hypothetical vignettes instead of actual cases of ethics failure in order to encourage the respondents to report likely responses to ethics problems within their organizations without fear of adverse judgment from the organizations. We assumed that the participants would base their responses on their actual experiences within their organizations. Thus, their reports of their
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organizations' likely responses to a series of ethical violations indicate how seriously the organizations regard such problems. Their responses also estimate the extent to which the organizations would commit time and resources to initiate inquiry and corrective change in response to ethics failure. The respondents serve as key informants about response to ethics failure within their organizations. Given the independence of individual responses within departments, the aggregate of responses serves as an indicator of the state of moral autonomy within the organizations as a whole.
Each vignette was followed by a common set of questions representing possible organizational learning activities that could be taken by the organization in response to the ethics problem posed in each vignette. These activities are grouped into six categories-URGENCY, INFORMATION, INQUIRY, RESOURCES, CHANGE, and MONITOR. The categories correspond to the essential steps in the learning model discussed above and are treated as variables in examining the process of organizational learning. Our research instrument used a simplified version of the model in order to make it more easily understood by the respondents. The questions corresponding to the variables INFORMATION, INQUIRY, CHANGE, and MONITOR presented respondents with multiple response items, prompting them to indicate specific actions that would be undertaken by their organizations on each variable. The variables URGENCY and RESOURCES utilized a standard scale format (1-4). The multiple response items constitute a nominal level of measurement, where all possible response items are considered to be equal to one another. Since this is exploratory research, we think that this is the safest methodological approach, given the lack of theoretical warrant for assuming that any item is more important than any other. The content of the multiple response items was derived from both pretest interviews with practicing public health professionals and references from the literature and other research instruments. While the lists of multiple response items do not represent the total number of theoretically possible organizational responses to the ethical dilemmas, each list does represent the major responses expressed by employees of public health organizations in pretest interviews. Consequently, we consider each list to be representative of likely organizational responses-ranging from no response to active engagement-to each ethical dilemma presented. The duplication of responses that eventually arose during these pretest interviews indicates that we captured most of the likely organizational responses to such problems. Respondents were asked to choose which actions were likely to be taken in their organizations (see Appendix A).
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We calculated the learning effort by summing the number of individual actions reported on the multi-indicator questions and converting this stun into a percentage of the set of identified constructive actions that could be taken in response to each question. The percentage of action reported as likely to be taken, compared to the set of identified constructive actions that could have been measured by this instrument, is termed learning effort (LE). Learning effort represents the measurement of the processes of organizational learning and ethics auditing. Appendix B provides further information about the operationalization of the variables that contribute to the construction of the LE measure. This LE was used to compare perceived performance on specific indicators for the three learning strategies both within and between departments and against the theoretical learning model. Factor analysis and interindicator correlations produced measures of the internal coherence of the learning strategies.
FINDINGS
Exhibit 2 presents findings from our empirical exploration of organizational ethics learning, showing the percentage of learning effort (%LE) expended by each department in response to each type of ethics failure and for ethics auditing activities. The coefficient of variation (CRV) among sample respondents in reporting organizational learning effort is also shown. This statistic assesses the reliability or proportion of variation among respondents' reports of their organizations' responses to ethics failure. Lower CRVs indicate more reliable reports of organizational response to ethics failure (respondents are reporting similar experiences).
Overall, the departments engage the greatest organizational learning effort in response to symptomatic failure (56 percent), where fundamental organizational dysfunction threatens democratic values of justice and human dignity. The departments engage the least organizational learning effort in response to malicious failure (47 percent). These findings provide some evidence that organizations operating within a professionalized or reformed county management structure (department C) commit more effort toward engaging learning strategies in response to ethics failure than do organizations operating within a more politicized county management context (departments A and B).
Considering organizational learning effort across all three vignettes of likely ethical dilemmas, we find moderate efforts toward learning from ethics failure within the sampled departments. That is, the reported organizational effort devoted to learning strategies, at 51 percent, is about one-half the maximum possible effort that could have been measured by the instrument (with 0 percent no effort and 100 percent maximum effort). The departments reported greater organizational effort applied to selected ethics auditing practices. Internal and external sources of information about potential ethics problems triggered nearly the same organizational effort toward learning, 86 percent and 88 percent respectively. However, an analysis of variance reveals that the departments show a statistically significant difference in ethics auditing behavior in response to external versus internal sources of information about organizational ethics failure, with an F ratio of 25.17 and P value of 0.013. The respondents reported no formal, routine ethics auditing strategies within the departments. These departments apparently do not actively use ethics auditing, which is an anticipatory and continual means of organizational self-diagnosis. Instead, the organizations use information about ethical failure only as it is presented to them directly; they do not engage in active or self-directed search patterns.
556/J-PART, October 1997
Public Ethics as Organizational Learning
Overall, department C engages the strongest learning strategies in response to actual ethics problems and devotes the least effort in response to information about potential ethics problems. Department B, conversely, devotes the least organizational effort to learning strategies in response to actual ethics
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problems and applies the greatest learning effort in response to potential ethics problems. Department A performed well in both situations.
DISCUSSION
These findings suggest that neither reactive nor anticipatory learning strategies are fully developed within public agencies. The characteristics of a given agency (or its director), as well as the larger county administrative structure, may influence its approach toward ethics. This tension between structure, leadership, and learning within organizations needs further exploration.
The discovery of moderate, noncomprehensive organizational efforts toward learning from ethics failure suggests that organizational ethics learning is a type of satisficing behavior. The organization engages in an incomplete process of learning that satisfies only the limited, immediate demands of a problem, while it attends to the established needs and interests of the organization (Guy 1991; Simon 1976) . Rationality of organizations, like that of persons, is bounded by limited time, resources, information, and know-how, as well as by external pressures and demands on the organization (Wittmer 1992). Such constraints were echoed in discussions with the departmental directors. Satisficing behavior is related to Argyris's (1982 and concept of designed unawareness, where the organization demarcates certain problems, or aspects of problems, to be addressed, and other problems that will be ignored or dealt with only at a minimal level. The satisficing response reflects an incomplete process of learning, which fails to fully examine and correct the ethical lapse, making recurrence more likely (Argyris 1982) .
Satisficing learning strategies are also a byproduct of punishment strategies (Argyris 1982) . Punishment, primarily in the form of dismissal and restitution, is a conspicuous organizational strategy in response to malicious failure: 94 percent of respondents report that some form of punishment results from such failure. Symptomatic failure also engenders a substantial punishment response: 63 percent of respondents report that punishment, primarily reprimand, is applied to such failure. Marginal failure engages the weakest punishment strategy: 35 percent of respondents report that some form of punishment results from this type of problem, primarily reprimand. These punishment strategies serve as workable solutions (Schein 1993) to ethics failure, fulfilling an organizational need to respond to ethics failure and driving the satisficing nature of the learning response.
Organizational responses of ignorance and denial also drive the satisfying nature of the learning strategies. Comments volunteered by many of the respondents fall into two categories for each type of failure. The first category, which is common to all failures, includes the most frequent response, "this problem would not happen in this department." This comment referred most frequently to marginal failure, followed by symptomatic and malicious failures. The second category includes reports of specific types of ethical failure within the departments. The most common types of ethics problems across all departments were loafing, gift taking, conflicts of interest, misappropriation of agency materials, disrespect and bias toward clients, breaches of client confidentiality, and conflicts about who-in view of declining resources-is to be served. Responses in this category varied by type of ethics failure. For marginal failure, the second most frequent comment was "this is not an ethics issue." In response to malicious failure, the second most frequent observation was that "people should know this behavior is wrong; just punish them." In response to symptomatic failure, the second most frequent comment was that "this sort of problem can't be corrected." These comments were most significant with regard to marginal and malicious ethics failures, which engender the weakest organizational learning efforts. Such comments indicate some degree of ignorance or denial within the departments about the ethical nature of many management problems and skepticism about possibilities for learning from them. This strategy of denying, marginalizing, or surrendering to ethics failure with the hope that it will disappear contributes to the moderate degree of the learning efforts. Department C, operating within professionalized county management, shows a lower ignorance response than departments A and B, which operate within more political county management. This finding suggests that professional county management structures support a common perspective on the nature of ethics failure and on the possibilities for learning. The relationship between professional training and ethics failure bears further inquiry.
To summarize the organizational response strategies to ethics failure: symptomatic failure results in the strongest learning effort and the least ignorance response. Malicious failure results in the weakest learning effort and the strongest punishment and ignorance responses. Learning, punishment, and ignorance strategies vary by type of ethics problem, with learning inversely related to both punishment and ignorance. These findings advance existing ethics learning models by documenting organizational effort committed to learning strategies and
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presenting evidence for the interaction between learning and nonlearning strategies.
While study findings document a dominant satisfying organizational response to ethics failure, the three learning strategies included in this assessment exhibit a basic internal logic and coherence in practice. Correlational analysis reveals the logical flow of the learning process by examining relationships between indicators of the following learning mechanisms or variables: INFORMATION SEARCH and INQUIRY; INQUIRY and CHANGE; RESOURCE SEARCH and CHANGE; and CHANGE and MONITORING/EVALUATION . This analysis found many correlations that were both statistically and conceptually significant. Factor analysis reduced nearly eighty indicators of the learning response across the three types of ethical failure to twenty conceptually meaningful dimensions or foci of strategy, providing evidence of a basic logic and pattern to the organizational learning strategies. We conclude that basic moral learning strategies do exist in organizations, exhibiting structure, internal logic, and coherence in contrast to simply random actions. These strategies indicate an elementary level of organizational moral autonomy and contribute detail and dynamic context to the existing learning model.
While the F value shows no significant difference between departments A, B, and C on overall organizational learning effort, the degree of effort devoted to the six steps within the learning process is uneven, as compared with the model. The six variables in this section are reduced to five, with INFORMA-TION and INQUIRY combined to make a better fit with the model. Exhibit 3 shows the learning effort applied five variables reported for the overall response (across all three types of failure), fitted to the learning model (exhibit 1).
Exhibit 3 reveals a reluctance to implement the reported learning strategies, not addressed by the learning model, where organizational efforts to change (CHANGE) in response to ethics failure trail efforts applied to other steps in the learning process. This pattern indicates a stronger organizational inclination to study ethics problems than to change behavior in response to them, which may be reinforced by punishment and ignorance strategies. Returning to our earlier discussion about the phases of the learning processes we found that the sampled organizations are more active in the cognitive phases of the learning process than in the change phase. This finding indicates beginning or incomplete processes of learning within the organizations. 
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DIRECTIONS FOR POLICY
The findings in our study suggest several directions for public organizations. We offer the following recommendations for public managers interested in reducing the vulnerability of their organizations to ethical failure:
• Become more aware of the many faces of ethics failure.
• Engage in complete processes of ethics learning.
• Recognize the characteristics of ethics failure and how to inquire into ethical problems to produce organizational learning.
Each of these recommendations contributes to creating an organizational culture that supports organizational moral learning. Ethics failure can result not only from financial wrongdoing but also from simple operational mistakes and from insensitivity to the human demands of a democratic government. Organizational ethics codes, training manuals, and practice should reflect such an enhanced understanding of what it means to be an ethical organization.
Substantive ethical learning requires inquiry into the full range of possible causes of an ethics failure. The organization needs to develop commitment to actually changing its practices in response to the inquiry. Follow-up and monitoring mechanisms 561IJ-PART, October 1997 need to be fully implemented to provide the feedback essential for organizational learning and change. Public administration schools, departments, and programs could provide important groundwork for the ongoing improvement of organizational ethics learning by including ethics inquiry in their curricula.
CONCLUSIONS
Findings from this empirical exploration of organizational learning provide evidence and insight into the state of collective moral autonomy within a set of local government organizations. By using individual reports of perceived learning effort within organizations, we have constructed a macro-level representation of how organizations express their moral autonomy. These findings inform the theoretical discussion of the initial stages of organizational moral learning.
These findings also contribute to our understanding of public-sector organizational ethics by demonstrating satisficing learning strategies in response to ethics failure. This demonstration extends and supports Simon's (1976) conceptualization of bounded rationality within public organizations. Organizational moral autonomy is not fully evolved within the selected agencies. Traditional punishment expectations remain strong within the organizations. Organizational moral autonomy is bound both by inability to recognize fully the ethical implications of organizational problems and by assumptions about the improbability of changing dysfunctional behaviors. This study supports a more dynamic profile of organizational ethics learning than is currently found in the literature, providing insight into other organizational responses that condition the learning response. Finally, this study offers a preliminary methodology for measuring organizational moral learning and autonomy, allowing theoretical arguments to be investigated empirically.
Findings from this research create an initial basis for the empirical exploration of organizational ethics learning and indicate several directions for future investigation. First, patterns of communication surrounding organizational learning need to be mapped. These patterns include communication between actors both internal and external to the organization as well as between organizations. Mapping these patterns will yield a more detailed schematic of the processes and mechanisms of organizational learning, permitting more sophisticated modeling and analysis. Such mapping may necessarily require observational data gathered within the organization over time. Second, larger and more diverse samples of organizations need to be studied, using variations of the existing instrument to explore the many permutations of ethics failure. Third, the relationship between organizational structure and moral learning strategy also warrants more systematic exploration. Finally, the present research instrument may be revised to develop a more sensitive and reliable measure of organizational ethics learning. Such a research program would contribute to a uniquely public-sector theory of organizational learning, extending findings from prior research on ethics learning by individuals in smaller, private-sector organizations.
APPENDIX A The Organizational Ethics Learning Instrument
The instrument presented respondents with three vignettes, describing hypothetical cases of marginal, malicious, and symptomatic ethics failure. Eight multiple indicator questions, designed to explore organizational response to such a problem, follow each vignette. These questions assess the amount of organizational effort devoted to learning strategies and probe their mechanisms and features. Nonlearning responses (e.g., punishment), as well as ethics auditing practices, also were explored. In the interest of brevity, multiple indicator responses are listed only for the second vignette. Similar responses are used for the first and third vignettes, with slight variations in wording as appropriate for the questions.
The instrument also collected demographics and other organizational information (e.g., the use of ethics training programs). An abbreviated version of this instrument is presented below, showing the three vignettes and one set of the questions that followed each vignette (the wording and response categories for these questions varied slightly for each vignette, as appropriate for the context of each). Public health workers who were not included in the actual study pretested this instrument for face validity. 
Ethics Vignettes
This section will present you with a set of hypothetical problem vignettes which involve ethics issues. These vignettes were not derived from any specific events which may have occurred in the County Health Departments. Rather, they represent ethics problems which could occur in a public health agency such as yours. More broadly, they represent general types of problematic ethics situations which have cropped-up in many public agencies. These vignettes were designed to apply to a variety of public health agencies which this study has sampled. Thus, it is ortant that you think about the general features of these vignettes, especially if you feel that none of these specific problems have, or could have, occurred in your agency.
For the questions which follow each of the three vignettes, please circle as many responses as you think apply, unless otherwise indicated. Also, if you wish to write in answers where you see OTHER, please feel free to use the back of the sheets if you need more space. Finally, please respond to all three vignettes, even if they mention divisions of the health department other than the one in which you work.
Pint Vignette
A new restaurant inspector in the health department has inadvertently been making some technical mistakes in his evaluations of some local restaurants. These mistakes have resulted in some restaurants being improperly downgraded from an *A" to a "C" rating. The health department remained unaware of this situation until several of these restaurants registered protests with the health department, asserting that improper inspections have unfairly damaged their reputations.
Second Vignette
11. An employee of the health department has quietly been using department resources, including office supplies, copiers, phones, vehicles and health supplies, to operate a small personal care-home business. Over a period of several years, this has resulted in the misuse of several thousands of dollars in department resources. This information comes to the attention of department managers. 
Third Vignette
Many clients of various divisions of the health department have complained that some employees of these divisions have been treating them in a rude and derogatory manner. For example, clients suffering from sexually transmitted diseases have been made to feel that they are somehow "immoral" because of their afflictions. Residents of public housing projects and renters in low income areas have also been made to feel that public health threats, such as rats, unsanitary water and communicable diseases, are not abnormal for their areas and thus are not treated as seriously as they would be in more affluent locales. These complaints have been especially severe from minority persons. Client complaints about such treatment to department employees and lower-level managers have yielded little satisfaction. This information eventually becomes widely known to all levels and branches within the department.
APPENDIX B The Learning Effort Measure Variables
The learning effort (LE) measure used for this study was constructed from the following five variables: INFORMATION, INQUIRY. CHANGE. RESOURCES, and MONITOR. The variable URGENCY was omitted from the calculation of the overall learning measures for each type of failure (vignette). This variable is preliminary to the actual learning process and thus not directly related to the strength of the process once it has been engaged. The LE measure is an aggregate of the organizational effort committed to each of die five variables, for each type of ethics failure (vignette). For the construction of the LE for the ethics auditing section, the variables INFORMATION and INQUIRY were combined into one question, which asked respondents about the extent to
